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Cable Car Is San Francisco Heritage 


City Should Continue Remaining Cable Street Railroads, First Devel- 
oped Here, Used Throughout the World, and Now Only in Opera- 
tion in this City. 

By HENRY C. COLLINS 


It has been said, with justification, that this nation 

as literally bound together with rails of steel. 
lroads pluyed an important part in the development of the 
nited States; so, in San Francisco, the cable street railways 
Ge possible the building up of certain hilly sections of the 
sity. The horse cars could never have provided transportation to 
hese locations; electric cars could have only partially seovered 
the districts and then only by circuitous routes. Until the ad- 


ent of the automobile, residence in some of the most desirable 
parts of the city would have been limited to those hardy souls 
ho would be willing to elimb heavy grades on foot. Cable cars, 
however, went right across the steepest hills. The localities 
hus served were quickly built up, and real estate values were 
increased by an estimated $10,000,000 in the area served by one 
table line alone. 


As is well known, gSan Francisco is the birthplace of 
ihe cable railroad. And when its death finally comes it will be 
n the city of its birth. The accompanying map shows the tremen- 
fous development of the cable lines in gan Francisco between 1875 

41894. During this same period the cable system was used in 
ost of the principal -~ and some of the smaller -— cities of the 
nited States, and it spread to other cities around the world. 
but the electric railroad, following tgo closely on the heels of 
he cable road, soon out-distanced and replaced the cables. So 
ihe Only true cable lines in existance in the world today are 
he two remaining systems in gan Francisco. And only gan Fran- 
isco's sentimental attachment to these relice of a glorious past 
Pan keep them going against the competition of the automobile. 


Space does not permit enumberation of the dates of the 
arious lines and extensions thereof. Initial operations were 
tarted on the cable railroads in San Francisco as follows: 

Clay Street Hill Railroad.............1873 
Sutter Street Railroad......... daisie semeee 
Califronia Street Cable Railroad......1878 
Geary Street, Park & Gcean Railroad...1880 
Presidio & Ferries Railroad...........1880 
Market Street Cable Railway...........18835 
Ferries & Cliff House Railroad......:.1888 
Omnibus Cable Company..........s.ee++.1889 
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In 1893 all of the lines shown on 
the map were in operation except that the 
first line in thw world, the C Street 
Hill Railroad, had been absorbed into the 
Perries & Cliff House system and the 
track between Larkin and Van Wess had 
been abandoned. -- In pass it might be 
noted that the Ferries & Cl House Rail 
Way was popularly known as the Powell 
Street Railroad, and all or its cars were 
eo marked. -- Also the extention of the 
line on Pulton from Bighth to Twelfth was 
not made until a later date. The Filmore 
Hill and Telegraph Hill lines were counter 
balances and are not considered here as 
not true cable car lines. 


At the peak of the development in 
San Francisco, the total trackage of all 
cable lines amounted to 1124 ese It 
is of interest to note the great concent- 
ration of lines in that portion of gan 
Prancisco known as the western addition, 
with a compet line on practically 
every east-west street. The particular 
competition between the Market street 
cable system and the Omnibus Cable is 
also showne The Market Street Cable Rail- 
way and California Street Cable Railroad 
occupied stragegic positions and were 
good paying Ositions. The gutter 
and Geary street s had some very good 
years---when large sums of money were not 
going out for reconstruction and bul 
of extentions, but the Ferries & Cl 
House and Omnibus Cable never paid a cent 
in dividends. 


In 1895 the Southern Pacific inter- 
ests organized the Market Street Rail 
which was a consolidation of the Marke 
Street Cable Railway with all of the 
existing horse-car lines, the steam road 
to the Beach, the Ferries & Cliff House, 
— Ney pong og ty ain on oe com= 
pe roa en c on an orgy 
of building of new lines and extentions, 
and one of the inducements for the con- 
soOlidation was the prospect of putting an 
end to the unwarrented expansion of exist- 
ing competitive systems. The Market 
Street Railway lost no time in dealing 
with the hated rival of its parent comp- 
any, and shortly after the turn of the 
century all of the Omnibus cable lines \ 
had been abandoned, converted to electric 
— or consolidated into other 

inese 
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, Next, in 1902, the United Railroads of gan Francis 
was oreated by the consolidation of the Market street Railway, 
the Sutter Street cable system and two independent electri 
lines. But three cable roads, The Califronia, Union and Gear 
Streets remained independent lines. Under the new organizatio 
cable operations were further curtailed by the cutting back ; 
the Sacramento Street line from Sixth Avenue and Fulton Street w 
Sacramento and Walnut streets. 
It was the earthquake and fire of 1906, however, t 
spelled the doom of the greater part of the cable lines. af 
t disaster there remained only the California Street systa, 
the lines (although cut down) of the former Ferries & Cliff Ho 
system, Geary Street, Pacific Avenue and Zhe Castro street lines, 
The Geary Street cable road continued operations until 1912 wh 


e. was finally taken over by the city and rebuilt as an electri 
ine. 


At this point it might be mentioned that when the 
ket Street Railway was organized in 1895 that company guarent 
$2,000,000 of outstanding Omnibus Cable Company bohds, and $1,70 
000 of Ferries & 0liff House Railroad bonds. The United Rail 
roads had acquired this debt, and when the bonds became due 
1918 that company was unable to meet the obligations. This 
eulted in a re-organization by which the Market street Rail 
corporation was revived in 1921 to take over the United Railroad 
Under this management the Pacific Avenue cable line was abandon 
in 1929, the Gastro g§treet cable was replaced by motor busses 


1941, and the Sacramento and Clay Streets line came to the 
end in the following year. 


How long the remaining lines will continue cable ope: 
tions is a matter of conjecture. The California street D 
Railroad Company, the only road to survive the various consolié 
tions and the only privately-owned street railroad in san F 
cisco today, has announced that it will replace its cable ¢ 
with motor buses as soon as the latter become available after w 
war. By its acjuisition, in 1944, of the Market Street Raimi 
the Municipal Railway of San Francisco came into possession @ 
the only other cable road -- the remains of the former Ferries 
Cliff House system. What the city will do with the Powell a 
Mason, and the Jackson and Washington Streets lines remains % 
be geen. frue gan Franciscans are very sentimental about 
their funny, little old cable cars which played so igportant 
part in the early development of the city. Perhaps they will 4 
mand that the cables be kept in operation as one of the few rt 
maining traditions of the city's romantic and picturesque past 
Few American cities have such a past. gan Francisco is out 
\ etanding among the few. 


The Western Raliroader © Page Six 





The automobile was first though of as a horseless car- 
ge. The cable car started out as a “horseless" horse car 
uch are the workings of the mind of man. It is the same mental 
rocess which gives us electric lighting fixtures which are made 

0 look like candles or even old kerosene lanterns. 
Vehicles had always been drawn by animals. Even on the 
road the cars were drawn by a locomotive. So for the first 
ble road it was natural that the grip should be mounted on 
hopen car simular to those used by the section crew on the 
lroad. This “dummy", or mechanical horse, as it were, was to 
the passenger car. In fact the original plan for the Olay 
treet Hill Railroad was that the dummy would pull the passenger 
up to the top of the steep hills and there turn it over to 
orges for the remainder of the trip over a route to the north 
hich could be negotiated by horses. But before operations 
tarted, someone had the ida of putting seats on the dummy and 
hus increasing the pay load. 


This was in 1875, and all of the cable roads built in 
he next ten years used the dummy-and-trailer trorm of train. In 
ome parte of the country the trains consisted of a dummy and 
everal cars. The next step in the development occurred in 1883 
hen the Market Street Cable Railway started operations with the 

called combination car in which the dummy and trailer were 

it into one vehicle on. two pivoted trucks. The grip was 
ounted on the forward truck. Subsequently built cable roads 

i this pattern of car, the San Francisco examples being the 
erries & O1iff House Railroad and the Omnibus Cable Company. 

The dummy-and-trailer train had to be reversed at the 

of the line by the use of turn-tables or by juggling the 
with two sets of switches. The combination car required a 
n-table or a wye. Such -operations consumed considerable 
ounts of both time and effort. So when, in 1890, the Califor. 
lia Street Cable Railroad buit its cross-town line on Hyde, 
and extended its California street 

the company produced a new type of double- 

a car which could be run in either direction. e grip was 

ounted in one truck and operated at one end by a removable han- 

e, and by a rod under the car and a lever at the other end. 

his double-end type of car became known as the California car, 
hd while it came too late in the life of the cable roads to be 
opied by other roads--except the Sacramento and Clay Streets and 


stro street lines--it did serve as the standard pattern for all 
lectric cars throughout the west for many years following. 
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TOP - One of the few open cars on Powell Street during the 
United Railroads regime. 


MIDDLE - The only closed and one-man operated car attempted 
in San Prancisco on the Pacific avenue line. 
BOTTOM = California Street Cable Railroad #135 in its war-tim 


plain paint job. Photos from Ken Kidder 





